The measurement of palmitic acid in amniotic fluid has been shown to be a rapid means of assessing the lecithin concentration. The level of palmitic acid increases quickly when the fetal lung matures at about 35 weeks' gestation, and the level in amniotic fluid obtained 24 hours or less before delivery clearly distinguishes which infants are likely to develop respiratory distress syndrome and which are mature.
Introduction
The usef-ulness of assessing phospholipid levels in amniotic fluid as a guide to the maturity of the fetal lung and to the probability of respiratory distress syndrome (R.D.S.) occurring in association with premature delivery seems to be established (Gluck et al., 1971 ). Dipalmitoyl lecithin is -the phospholipid component of surfactant, which is formed in increased amounts as the lung matures at about 35 weeks' gestation, and the changes result in rising concentrations of this substance in amniotic fluid.
The methods that have been described for monitoring changes in lecithin level have all included extraction of the amniotic fluid lipids followed by separation of the phospholipids by thin-layer chro,mtography. Usually the chiromatogram is then stained for phosphate-containing compounds and the intensity of the lecithin spot (L) is compared with that of sphingomyelin (S), another phospholipid which is present in amniotic fluid in relatively constart amounts throughout pregnancy. The ratio L/S its used as the prognostc index (Gluck et al., 1971; Macdonald and Isherwood, 1972; Whitfield and Sproule, 1972) . Alternatively, the lecithincontaining spot can be removed from the thin-layer plate, the substance eluted, and the absolute concentraton of lecithin phosphoousr estiated (Nelson, 1972; Bhagwanani et al., 1972) . The former method has the disadvantage of being only semi-quantitative while the latter is rather tme-consuming for routine use.
In an earlier work we suggested that the estimation of total palmitic acid levels in amniotic fluid by gas-liquid chromatography, which is both rapid and quantitative, could be used to predict fetal lung maturity (Warren et al., 1973) . It has been shown that, on average, 90% of the total painitic acid in amnioic fluid originates from Lecithin (Warren et al., 1974 The method of extracting lipids from amniotic fluid, hydrolysing thern, and then methylating the fatty acids has already been described (Warren et al., 1973) . The fatty-acid methyl esters were separated on a 5-ft. glass column filled with 10% diethyleneglycol succinate on acid-washed and silanized Chromosorb W (80-100 mesh), using a Pye 104 gas chromatograph with a dual-flame ionization detector. The optimum conditions for separating the fatty acids were a nitrogen and hydrogen flow rate of 33 ml/min each and an air flow rate of 400 ml/min. The attenuation was 2,000 and the chromatograph was operated at an oven temperature of 185°C. Full practical details are described by Warren et al. (1974) .
Lecithin/sphingomyelin ratios were determined by using a modification of the method described by Gluck et al. (1971) in which the phospholipids were stained with bromothymol blue and the concentration was nmasured iby the area of the spots (C. R. Whi'tfield, personal conmunication, 1973 
